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 “You look happy for someone who just came from the dentist’s office.” I said, and handed her my failed drawing of the books and the lamp, hoping that it would distract her from the paper I’d thrown on the floor. Thinking, only after it was in her hands, that the drawing contained her crumpled paper too, but that my rendering of it was probably too obscure for her to put it together.  It didn’t matter. She didn’t even look. “Very nice Valentina,” she said, laying my sketch on the blanket next to her and taking a cigarette from the pocket of her skirt.   She lit the tip, and for a long time inhaled, letting the smoke stream from the side of her mouth. Then she parted her lips like she was about to speak and closed them again, shaking her head. “What, what is it?” She narrowed her eyes, inhaling more smoke, squeezing the filter with her lips, as if the motion would keep the words inside. With her exhale the words came, slowly at first, then quicker, culminating in a final burst.   “You know…when you meet someone new, and they invigorate you?” she paused for a second.  “Charge you like an electrical outlet? Put all the force back in, the force you forgot you ever even had?” Before I could answer that I had, that there was a girl in my class that energized me every time we talked (which was hardly ever), she kept going. “Because I’d been feeling only the opposite lately, so weighed down by everyone I’ve been meeting, like there’s nothing interesting to say anymore.” 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 Bending down, she scooped the ball of paper I’d been dying to open in one swoop, putting it in the pocket of her skirt.   My stomach sunk. She hadn’t realized yet that it was one of hers, but she would, I knew she would. And I’d never know what it was she was writing. Then the phone rang, a loud forceful ring that ricocheted off the hallway walls.    “I have to get that! I’m expecting a call.” my mom exclaimed, jumping from my bed and running out of my room.    I listened to her feet slap against the parquet, heard them come to a stop right in front of the phone.   “Alo? Oh I was hoping that would be you, I didn’t actually think you’d call…I know, I know you said you would, but…yes, yes, of course, oh Galya, it is, it really is wonderful!”      At dinner my mom was giddy, smoking cigarettes even while we ate—ground beef patties and potato that she pushed around her plate with a fork. She was smiling, staring into space while my dad and I talked to each other. It was like she was about to bounce from her chair.    I was telling my dad about the book that my teacher was making us read for class, How the Steel Was Tempered by Nikolai Ostrovsky.    “Bullshit, complete bullshit. What a waste of everybody’s time! But that’s how it is Valya, they’ll make you read this socialist realist crap until your eyes give out. All of my youth I had to read it. Didn’t learn a thing, the writing is pure shit. But 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things are changing, they are. You’ll see. I bet you won’t be reading stuff like that in university. That’s where the real change is happening.”   Suddenly my mother jumped in, as if she’d just woken up.   “Speaking of university, I was wondering…” she bit her lip and played with the end of her hair. “I was wondering if you know this woman I met, this student, she’s just finishing up her dissertation, the same topic I was working on when I’d quit. Galya Udashina, Galina Petrovna rather, she probably goes by her patronymic…”   My dad looked up at the ceiling, scratched his chin, squished his lips together. “Hmm, same topic as you, really? I didn’t know that anyone was working on the same topic. Fascinating! I’m glad that someone’s doing it. Such a shame that you’d dropped it.”   My mom pulled out a cigarette and crossed her arms, I could tell she was on the brink of explosion, she hated when my dad nagged her about having left history. She absolutely despised it.  Then, something remarkable happened, she lit her cigarette and changed her mind, her expression went from fury to indifference and then right back to excitement.   “So, do you know her? Have you heard of her, of Galya?” she moved to the edge of her seat, placing her elbows on the table and leaning on her hands, like a little girl, her cigarette dangling to the side, smoke drifting above our dinner plates.   My dad looked as surprised as I did, his eyebrows permanently raised, he widened his eyes and looked over at me. 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She didn’t even notice.   “Galya Udashkina…I can’t say I do, doesn’t sound familiar, but I can ask around. What is she doing? What part of your topic?”   “She’s writing about Alexander I’s democratic reforms, how much he admired the goals of the French Revolution, and how betrayed he’d felt by Napoleon for abandoning them. Pretty much exactly what I was doing, but narrower, more specific, it is a dissertation after all…”   “Fascinating, truly fascinating.”   “She said she’d tried to find me through the department, but they told her that I’d be really pissed off if she tried to get in touch with me.” my mother laughed.   “They know your shenanigans all too well Tanichka. All too well.”   “So how’d you meet her anyway, this Galya?”   My mom smiled, bit her lip again, inhaled, let out a puff of smoke, and said: “At the dentist’s. I met her at the dentist’s.”   This time my dad and I really looked at each other. My mother hated the dentist. She was always in such a bad mood when she had to go there that it was hard to believe that she would actually talk to someone. She must have read our minds. “You know how much I hate the dentist. I was sitting in there all pissed off, there was a crowd as usual, and it wasn’t only me, everyone seemed ticked off at each other. We all just wanted to get in there and get it over with…there were the old ladies moaning and bitching to each other about the pains in their mouths, it was mostly old ladies. Talking, talking, talking, they wouldn’t shut up. I was cursing the 
 










































































































































































































































































































Masha Udensiva-Brenner MFA Thesis, Fall 2010 The Parrot Abramka, and other stories. 
 69 
“Showering? Why is he showering? He never showers at night.” She inhaled and crossed her arms. I shrugged my shoulders, wondering the same thing.  The doorbell rang, buzzed really, flying into the kitchen with the sounds of the Beatles. I ran down the corridor, my mom yelling behind me, “Don’t get beets on the furniture!”  There was nothing in our hallway except some shoes and a coat rack. The wallpaper bubbled with age and water damage. 
  I clicked the heavy brass lock, twisted the long metal key, and swung open the door to see Galya standing at the threshold in a green wool hat, her cheeks glowing from the cold, that chestnut hair framing them.   “Privet Galya!” I went to hug her, then noticed something huge next to her on the floor—a rounded cage draped with a pink sheet.   “For you Valichka,” she said and her words rang like bells. They always sounded like that, chimes signaling something magical.  She pulled the sheet into the air so swiftly it flapped, and lifted the cage with both hands. “This is Abramka,” she smiled, the dim hallway light reflecting from the smooth enamel of her fake teeth. There he was, a parrot, a big green one with blue wings and tufts of red under his chin. I couldn’t believe it. I’d never even seen a parrot! “For me? Seriously?” I jumped up and down squealing, kissing both of Galya’s cool cheeks and grabbing the cage. 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 Galya gave my parents each a kiss on the cheek and we headed to the kitchen, my mother grabbing the cage. Putting it on the yellow linoleum, right in the way of Kyesha’s milk.      My dad pulled a chair up to one of the cabinets and stood on it, rifling through bottles on the top shelf until he found the right one. It was brown and rectangular with a square black top and Latin lettering on the gold label: DISARONNO.   “Oh Petya, I forgot we had that! How perfect. Have you tried this before Galya? Amaretto? It’s Italian, almond liquor. Supposed to be delicious. Goes great with milk.”   My mom ran to the fridge and got a big glass bottle of milk for the table, and my dad found three little glasses.   “No, I haven’t. Almond, huh? Where did you get it?”   “Petya bought it through a friend of a friend who’d gone to Italy. He’d read about it somewhere and specially requested it. We were dying to try it, but saved it for a special occasion. Then I think we just forgot about it. It’s been sitting in the cabinet for a few months now. But I can’t think of a better time! Now that we’re welcoming a new member to our family.”    My mom looked lovingly at Abramka. I couldn’t believe it.    They even ended up getting another glass and letting me try it, the liqueur. Just a splash. Galina convinced my mother after she tasted it.   “Oh Tanichka, you have to let her have some,” she said. My mother protested. 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 “It’s like dessert,” Galina said. “A little won’t harm her. Plus she’s twelve years old, that’s old enough for a taste. She may never have another chance, how often is it that we get something like this around here? Oh and it’s so delicious…”   “Come on Tanyush, let her try it.” my dad chimed in, and my mother, sighing loudly, poured a few drops into my glass.   It really was delicious, all creamy with the milk, and it made me feel warm inside. Warm and happy.     My parents and Galya chatted away and I crept up to the parrot’s cage and watched him observe his new surroundings. I wondered what it was like for him, to live in one place for twenty‐seven years and then all of a sudden be somewhere else. I figured it would be stranger for him once Galya left, then there wouldn’t be anything familiar, not even her voice to fall back on.   I felt bad for him. Trapped in that tiny space, unable to fly or walk around. He’d probably be jealous of Kyesha who got to go anywhere he wanted. Would they be friends? Had Kyesha even realized we had a new pet?      When Galya left I helped my mom clear the table. My dad was playing Whiter 
Shade of Pale again. My mom was humming and moving her hips a little as she wiped the plates.   Then I nearly stumbled over Kyesha and broke a dish. A saucer that my mother loved—she’d had it since childhood—fell out of my hands and shattered into bits all over the floor. 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from the sooty buildings, shattering into bits. The rain we’d had that weekend had made all the snow melt and it was running in little streams under my feet.   I thought about Kiril, about having to apologize, that I would do it that day, that I’d be genuine, because I missed him and I really felt truly sorry for making him feel bad.   “Devotchka, are you out of your mind? You almost hit me with that ice! Didn’t your mother teach you any manners?”    A loud scratchy voice interrupted my thoughts.   I looked in front of me and there was no one, just the sidewalk and murky footsteps weaving through the sludge, making paths, going this way and that, some little, some small, others blending so much that I couldn’t tell what size they were. I turned my head to the left and saw an old lady raising her cane across the street. She was wrapped tightly in her coat, a scarf tied over her head, a big fur hat sitting over the scarf.   “Where do you think you are? Throwing ice like that? What is this city turning into? Hooligans! It’s filled with hooligans!”   I hadn’t even been close to hitting her, she was across the street, but I said “Sorry,” and she mumbled something about how I was too small to be causing this much trouble, and kept walking, tsking her tongue and shaking her head, looking back at the ground, muttering something.  I was getting closer to School 112 and already felt that weight in my stomach, the same weight I always got on Monday mornings, and sometimes even on Tuesdays, when I knew that I had an entire week of sitting inside the prison of a 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 Zhenya sauntered over to the closet, hung her coat, and plopped down in her chair.   “Zhenya, Zhenya, Zhenya” Alexandra Vladimirovna said slowly, tapping her pencil against the edge of her desk. Tap, tap, tap. It was suspiciously in synch with ticks of the clock and my head was spinning with nerves and with excitement from my conversation with Zhenya Petrushevskaya. As Alexandra Vladimirovna continued to stare at my new…friend?...I crept over to the coat rack, hung my coat, leaned the umbrella against the wallbehind the rows of winter boots—thank god my classmates were too busy looking at Alexandra Vladimirovna to notice it, and slid to my seat. “This is bad even for you Zhenya, ten minutes? Who do you think you are? Coming in and disrupting class like this? You both get a zero for this dictation!”   Alexandra Vladimirovna spun around, and pointed the pencil directly at my face. “Valentina, I expected this from Zhenya, I did, but you?”  She folded her hands over her chest and leaned against the blackboard, getting chalk on her brown sweater. “Both of you will be staying in the room during lunch, today and tomorrow, writing me compositions about why you will never be late for class again.”   Zhenya and I weren’t allowed to sit next to each other while we wrote our compositions; we couldn’t even look at one another because Alexandra Vladimirovna was sitting at the front of the room peering at us over the pages of her book. “I will never be late to class because by coming in late I am interfering with my own education and the education of my classmates. If Lenin had been late to class he would have never become smart enough to plan the Red Revolution…” I was writing 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was making two fingers walk across her desk and holding her other hand over them, then pointing at me. I was confused…then I realized, she was asking if she could walk home with me under the umbrella.     “That witch, she must have been in a bad mood today. She hasn’t made me miss lunch in a while, and never for two days!” Zhenya said to me as we ran down the stairs. “Good call on the umbrella though on your mom’s part.”  She grabbed it from me and looked it over. “Where’d you get this anyway, it’s so odd, I’d never seen one this big. And the colors, wow.”   “Yeah, it’s pretty weird, isn’t it?” I said, remembering how red I’d turned when Larisa pointed it out to everyone weeks ago.   “I kinda like it, there’s a lot you can do with that hooked handle. And all that coverage, you can fit an army under there. Where’s it from?”   “My dad’s friend got it in Paris.”   “Paris? Ooh la la, I’ve always wanted to go to Paris. My mom always plays Edith Piaf and Patricia Kaas and she tells me about the literary salons they had, Gertrude Stein’s house, how all the artists would go there, how Picasso was there before anyone knew who Picasso was, and she had all those paintings up on her walls…Oh I would kill to go back in time and be in Paris, experience it! Miro, Picasso,  Akhmatova, they were all there!—don’t you love that Modigliani of her?”   I didn’t know Modigliani or Gertrude Stein, but my dad had told me all about the Silver Age, all of our poets that traveled between St. Petersburg and Paris, how they came back to Russia and got sent to the camps. 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 When we came out it was pouring. We stood under the awning by the doorway as I struggled to open the Parisian umbrella. The lampposts glistened with drops and Zhenya said that they reminded her of lonely prisoners awaiting their food rations and I didn’t know how to respond to that, except to say that she had an interesting way of thinking. “Hey, since you’re being nice enough to let me share your umbrella, you wanna come over to my house for dinner? My mom’s making pilmeni. But chances are, so is yours.”   “Nope she’s making beef patties. We had pilmeni last night.”  My mom had bought a piece of meat at the store on Saturday and spent Sunday morning grinding it up in our kitchen. We’d had the fight in the morning and I wasn’t sure if she’d be happy to have me out of the house, or angry that I was having fun somewhere else.  “I can probably come, but I’ll have to call my mom from your apartment. Where do you live?”  I couldn’t believe it, going over to Zhenya Petrushevskaya’s! I’d always wondered what her life could possibly be like outside of Alexandra Vladimirovna’s classroom. I imagined her apartment warm and cluttered with a teapot that was always boiling, books everywhere and parents who came home happy to see each other. She was laughing all the time, and confident, and I figured that surely she came from a family of love.   “I’m over on Bronnaya, on the other side of Patriarchi. How about you?” 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 We were walking down Ustuzhuva, cutting left to a sandy playground with a red swing set and a yellow sandbox. One of the swings was still swinging, someone must have pushed it as they walked by, so it swung, the hinges creaked, and the seat was spraying raindrops as it moved. Pieces of brown grass from last season peaked through patches of grey snow, and the sand inside the sandbox towered in a big heap. Zhenya bounced next to me, grabbing the handle of the umbrella, because she was taller, and spinning it above us so the drops flew off all around and collided with streams of rain.   “I’m on this side of the pond, right by that little park next to Sadovoe Koltso” I answered her.  We walked past the playground and under the archway of a beige building, our voices echoing against the walls.   “You’re close! It’s odd, isn’t it, that we’ve never hung out?”    I opened my mouth to say something, but I didn’t know what exactly I wanted to say. I’d seen her around the neighborhood, sometimes skipping alongside her mom.  Zhenya kept talking. She was still rotating the umbrella, slowly now, her reddened fingers emerging from the sleeves of a wool grey coat. “I hardly know anyone in school, really. Amazing how alienating these classrooms can feel. I have nothing to say to these kids—Anya, Tanya, Masha—they’re all just clones of each other.”   Clones, that’s how I’d thought of them too. They walked to school linking arms, always the three of them, sometimes other girls joined—Sasha, Ksenya, 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Natasha—and they whispered and giggled, and made fun of everyone who wasn’t them. They were the ones who teased Larisa about the purple backpack (though she deserved it, she was always wishing they would accept her). They giggled a lot, but never during class. In class they always sat with their arms folded in front of them, raising their hands, answering questions, their pioneer ties perfectly ironed and starched. They actually liked How the Steel was Tempered.  The girls who weren’t clones of one another, wanted to be or they were just too straight, like Vera Malyushina, sucking up to Alexandra Vladimirovna all the time and getting all the math problems right. That’s why I spent most of my time with Kiril, at least he played chess and told me about Roman history, and was just as in love with The Master and Margarita as I was. And for the same reason I was fascinated by Olya and Zhenya; they seemed different somehow, more intelligent. I could tell they actually read books and thought about the same stuff that Kiril and I probably thought about.    “And the boys are all idiots, such loudmouths, and they think they’re better than everyone…” Zhenya trailed off.   “Did you and Olya know each other before we started school?” I asked. I could tell that they probably did.   “Oh yeah, I’ve known her since I was born, practically. My mom and her mom used to walk our strollers around the pond together. Olyka is my oldest friend. There’s a group of us actually, a group of us that are friends through our moms, but the other two went to another school. 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 I’d seen them before, the four of them; they were always together playing by the pond. Olya and Zhenya and two boys. I figured that they must have been the other two she was talking about. I remembered them most vividly from last spring, when I was sitting by the water reading a book, I can’t remember which one. The swans were out, sliding along the reflection of the yellow and white pavilion and I recognized Zhenya’s laughter. They were up a ways, and didn’t see me. One of the boys wore blue, all blue; blue pants, blue jacket, blue shirt, and his ears stuck out, like elephant ears, a little blue elephant, I’d thought as I watched him pulling on Zhenya’s braid. The other boy was taller, and not as skinny, with bright orange hair and freckles all over his pale face. I remember thinking that I liked his smile, and the quiet presence he had as he watched the other three goofing around.    Zhenya and I walked along Malyi Kozhinskyi Pereulok until we hit the Patriarch’s Pond Park, and entered it, passing the wooden benches. The rain was letting down and the drizzle tapped above our heads. Mud was sticking to my shoes and I thought about my mother, how she’d be sure to get angry about it.   “I have a piece of bread left over from lunch; wanna throw it to the swans?” Zhenya was already swinging her bag over her shoulder and unclasping it. The swans looked cold, there were three of them and they huddled along the edge.   “Sure,” I followed her as she hopped over the little black fence to the water. The drizzle fell on my head and my hair stuck to my forehead. We stood to the left of the pavilion where they play movies and rent out the ice skates. That winter I’d gone skating almost every day after school, Kiril and I liked to race each other along the circumference of the rink, and I’d gotten so fast I usually beat him. I felt peaceful ice 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skating, the soft glow of the lampposts washing over the ice and sounds of the swishing blades and children’s screams buzzing around me. Sometimes I went without Kiril and practiced skating backwards, listening to the old Soviet classics blaring from the loudspeakers.    “I’m so glad we live by this pond. I don’t know what I’d do without it. I always feel like I can come here to escape, really be with my thoughts, you know?” I said to Zhenya as she ripped a piece of black bread and threw it into the water, the surface rippling and a swan sliding over and gobbling it up with his orange beak.    “I come a lot too. Always have. My mom reads from The Master and Margarita to me before bed, and I can’t help picturing Berlioz’s head rolling down the intersection at Bronnaya each time I cross it.”   I told her how after I’d read the book, I dreamt of the Master and Margarita flying into my window and it was so real—the image of their pale bodies drifting through my white curtains—that I awoke, sitting upright, reaching for them.   Zhenya handed me a piece of bread to throw and it crumbled in my palm. I tossed it, amazed at how the swans picked out even the tiniest morsels. My mom never let me waste bread; she’d caught me trying to feed a squirrel once and screamed at me, right in front of a couple cuddling on a bench. The girl whispered something in her boyfriend’s ear and I knew they were talking about us. “There’s barely any food in the stores as it is, and you want to feed the city’s squirrel population?” The squat little guy, who had a crumb caught in his brown beard, laughed at whatever she had said to him and his Adam’s apple bobbed on his neck. 
 




Masha Udensiva-Brenner MFA Thesis, Fall 2010 The Parrot Abramka, and other stories. 
 92 
lit up, and I heard laughter coming from the pavilion.  “I should probably call my mom,” I told Zhenya as she threw the last piece of bread. “She’ll have a fit if she doesn’t hear from me soon.”    Zhenya’s apartment was on the fifth floor of a big pink building with white moldings. She stuck her key into a tall double door lined with a maroon padding.   “They did it to sound‐proof the doors,” she explained, and we walked into a dim hallway that was a lot wider than ours. The floorboards creaked under our muddy feet and I made to take off my shoes, but Zhenya pulled me forward by the sleeve of my coat before I could untie my laces.   A tiny girl in blue overalls wheeled past us on a red tricycle.   “Anyutka! Don’t ride too fast or Lyena Mikhailovna will have your head!” Zhenya yelled to her.    “Lyena Mikhailovna is the old bat who lives at the end of the hall. She gave me a lot of grief when I was Anya’s age,” Zhenya whispered to me. Anya looked to be five or six years old. “The woman still tries to make my life miserable, but I’ve learned how to handle her. Anyuta will learn soon enough.”   The air smelled like a mixture of sweet bread pudding and sauteed onions. I could hear pots and pans rattling somewhere in the distance. A gray‐haired woman in curlers wandered out of the bathroom holding a pocket mirror, dabbing under her eyes with a cotton ball, and humming something. She walked right into Zhenya, and looked very surprised. 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 “Oh, I’m sorry dear,” she said in a voice so light it sounded it would flutter away, and returned her eyes to the mirror in front of her. “Lev Nikolaevich kicked me out of the bathroom and I’m only half ready!”  She shook her head and kept shuffling down the hallway, her slippers sliding against the wood. A balding, round‐bellied man appeared from one of the doors lining the hallway and disappeared into the bathroom, his towel trailing behind him.   “Anna Gregoryevna just started seeing someone and it seems like she’s always getting ready!” Zhenya muttered. “Good for her though. Her husband dropped dead in our kitchen last year. Over his breakfast one day, slumped down in a pile of blintzes, his beard drenched in sour cream, his cigarette still burning between his fingers.”   Zhenya sighed, and I stopped short, raising my eyebrows, my eyes widening.   “Did you see him?”   “Oh yeah, it was a whole big commotion, I was getting ready for school. They wonder why I’m always late, but you try getting anything done around here. If someone isn’t falling dead over their breakfast, there’s something else.”   She shook her head. “It gave us all quite a scare, and Anna Gregoryevna was in a fit, pacing the apartment like a ghost for days. I sure hope I never have to see anything like it again.” she continued. I was suddenly very glad to be living where I was, just me and my family and Gregoryi Alexandrovich’s empty room. “Can I call my mom?” 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 In the middle there was a big round table and the balding middle‐aged man I’d seen rushing into the bathroom when we first walked in sat with his feet up on a chair eating pickles one after the other, crunching loudly and staring into space.   A large woman in a floral house dress hovered over one of the pots, stirring something and waving away the steam with the lid.  “Oh stop it! Quit the crunching, you’ve been crunching for ten minutes and my head’s spinning!” she snapped without turning her head. “How many pickles do you have to eat? You’re gonna chomp through the entire month’s worth, think about the rest of us. Last month you ate them all in the first week. And close your mouth for god’s sake, I don’t need to hear you smacking all the time.”   “Well if you cooked faster then maybe I wouldn’t have to eat pickles. What does a man have to do to have his dinner on time?”  His voice was deep and gruff, and you could tell that he smoked his share, because it was also gravelly.   Marina poured sour cherry juice into three glasses and hummed a song I didn’t recognize, her voice flowing melodiously, the wide sleeves of her dress flailing to the rhythm.    “Zhenka, you get the silverware,” she said, in between notes. “Valyka, you take the pilmeni.”  The couple continued to yell. “Cooked faster? How do you expect me to cook faster when all the burners are taken? If Katya helped me out a little then maybe I could cook faster, but she’s too busy talking on the phone! Bozhe moy. I get no appreciation around here.” 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Chapter 7 Galya was coming over for dinner for the third time that week and I sat in the kitchen with my legs twisted under me trying to finish my math homework. Kyesha slurped the milk from his bowl and the parrot looked at him blankly from his cage, his head twitching and cocked to one side. I wondered if Kyesha took any notice of Abramka at all. If he could even see the bird, since his eyes were always so low to the floor. Abramka towered over him, but the parrot’s presence never seemed to have any affect on Kyesha. The cabbage sizzled in the pan and my mother stirred in chunks of already cooked ground beef. I loved the smell of it cooking in the vegetable oil and my stomach growled as I tried to divide 897 by 32. My dad wandered in whistling something, scratching the top of his head and looking over my mother’s shoulder. “Stop whistling Petya! You’ll whistle the money out of the house,” my mom said, sprinkling salt on the meat and cabbage. “Not that we have much money to begin with…” She sighed. “And tuck your shirt in! You look like a slob.” She reached out and tugged at the corner of his blue and green flannel as he was walking away, towards me, tucking it in.   He ruffled my hair and I swatted him away with my hand, feeling my hair cling with static to his palm.    “What are you doing over there Valya? Long division?”     “Yes, I’m nearly done. Did you see that Kyesha finished his milk? I’d been worried, he wasn’t drinking it yesterday.” 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 My dad crouched down and scooped the hedgehog in his hands, lifting him in the air. Kyesha had started to let his needles down for us months ago and my dad brought him over to his chest, petting him on the head.   “Any luck with the parrot? That bird sure is something.”   “Still won’t say a word,” I told him. “Not one.”   “I don’t understand why you’re spending all that time on the bird Valya, he doesn’t talk, so what?” My mother grumbled over her shoulder. “Maybe Galya’s mom trained him that way for a reason. It’s probably irritating, his talking.” “Or maybe he has a secret!” I was certain he must know something we didn’t know.  I was convinced that the parrot knew things, that Galya’s mother had shut him up because he was taunting her with the officer’s words, or intimate details from their affair. I was dying to meet Galya’s mother and get some answers and Galya promised that she’d take me. “What garbage, the parrot doesn’t hold any secrets.” my mother dismissed me with the wave of her hand. “You’re just confusing the bird. Leave him be...”  She pulled out a cigarette and lit it over the sizzling pan. My dad had checked out of our conversation as soon as it started, he was sitting across from me, looking at the paper, looking but not actually reading, just folding and unfolding the pages and staring blankly at the words, smiling to himself. “You think the parrot knows things dad, don’t you?” I said, and he blinked his eyes, widening them, as if coming to, and continued to smile.  “We all know things Valichka, we all do…” 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telling a story about an interesting looking person in the car with us and the other would continue the thread.    There was a woman across from us, a young, beautiful woman with shiny curls that ended just above her chin, sitting with her legs crossed, reading a detective novel. She wasn’t really reading it though, her eyes kept wandering off the page and settling on a point in front of her, or off to the side. Then her mouth would start turning into a smile, but each time she’d catch herself and bite her lip. She kept going like that—almost smiling and catching herself.    “Look at her, it’s like she’ bursting with happiness, but something’s holding her back? What could it be?” I asked Galya after we’d finished telling a story about a fat man with little brown stains scattered over his beige shirt, and crumbs stuck to his whiskers. He was rubbing his thighs and looking around anxiously. We’d decided that he’d had a fight with his wife, stuffed his face, and run out of the house looking for her after she stormed out.   Galya looked at the woman who was biting her lip, then at me, and it seemed like she knew something I didn’t. She started telling the story: “Karina Ognyushina woke up in someone else’s bed this morning,” She smiled and twirled the tip of her auburn hair, brushing the ends of it against her lip as she spoke. “It was a man’s bed. A man she liked very much. A man she hadn’t wanted to leave at all. She’d had to leave him though, because his wife was coming home. His wife Mila, the same Mila whom Karina’d been friends with since she was in the seventh grade.”   I put my hand over my mouth. How terrible! Then I wondered if Galya had been in the beds of many men… 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 I was about to pick up, but Galya kept going. “She left his house and walked down the street. In bed she’d been happy, blissful even, she hadn’t allowed herself to think of poor Mila, she’d just lain there enjoying his scent. Sandalwood mixed with sweat, sweat and the smell of his scalp—everything about him was human, raw. She twirled the hairs on his chest between her pointer and index fingers, rubbed her moustache with her thumb, she couldn’t believe that he was hers, in this bed, but that he was also someone else’s…She walked down the street and the birds seemed to be chirping. She felt like she was hearing music, like the sun was out just for her. She felt all that, but just for one moment, just for a fleeting wonderful moment, because next she realized that it wasn’t sunny at all, that there were no birds—not ones that chirped anyway, just dirty, grimy pigeons and silent sparrows, hovering on the sooty moldings of buildings in the middle of the droll Moscow winter. Oh what had she done? Oh poor Milochka! Her Milochka! How had she done this to her Milochka? And why had it felt so good?”   Galya was becoming more and more animated with each sentence, moving to the edge of her seat, gripping the ripped brown plastic of it with her hands. I wondered if the woman, this “Karina,” had noticed that she’d become the focus of a story.   I glanced at “Karina” and saw that she hadn’t realized anything at all, she was still following the same routine, still not reading her book, still trying not to smile. I studied her pretty gray eyes, how they seemed to glisten, as if they were filled with tears, yet at the same time she looked so joyful…I looked at Galina, who was 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“Maybe I’ll work on getting us some new wallpaper this week,” he told his wife and she craned her neck and, standing on her tiptoes, kissed the tip of his nose. She walked to the bathroom, telling him to go take a nap before the guests arrived.   He climbed the creaking wooden steps past the suspended bookshelves and the large blue maps of oceanic floors that covered the walls. His grandfather had spent his life traveling the world, mapping oceans, now they haunted him as he ascended, reminding him of the academic life he had not fulfilled.  Anya’s underwear and some clothing was strewn about their bedroom when he walked in. He shook his head; she’d always been a mess. Plopping himself onto the bed, he removed his brown sandals, putting them by the bedside table.   The sun crept in from the round window above him. A maple tree scratched softly against the glass, and he lay back, folding his arms under his head, looking at the peeling white ceiling, stained yellow by water leaks. Closing his eyes he shuddered as the image of the corpse haunted him once again, lying under the green sheet between the sidewalk and the silver BMW. He could feel the blood pulsing through his hands. Rolling onto his side, he stretched his arm towards the wall and stumbled into a disturbed sleep.    Anya woke him with a kiss to his clammy forehead and he pulled her into bed and hugged her. The window let in a breeze and he felt chilled. Anya lay with him and caressed his scalp and his beard with her fingertips—he found himself growing anxious at the thought that her body felt nice, but didn’t turn him on. 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yard. Everyone was building fences now, there was no more running in and out of neighbors’ yards, the old academic community was quickly dissolving as New Russians bought up Mozhinka’s property and built mansions. They were the ones to start with the fences, and now, with so many strangers around, the original residents were also creating barriers. Lyonya and Anya protested—they kept their house as it was and silently scorned their friends for giving in.   Lyonya stood outside flipping the meat on their slightly rusted metal grill when Vanya emerged through the trees holding a bottle of Smirnoff. He sprung from the ground jerkily, sending his wiry extremities to flop about his frame. His hair was messy and unwashed, his face stubbly, and he held a burning cigarette in his right hand. The leaves moved behind him and a petite black‐haired girl in her twenties appeared by his side.   “Lyonka!” Vanya growled, “Good to see you in the fresh air! Anya tells me you’ve been holed up in that office of yours.”   Lyonya reached over the grill and hugged his old friend, taking the vodka and putting it on the grass. He and Vanya had run around Mozhinka together since he could remember. They had cooked countless meals on the very grill that stood between them.    “This is Alyona, she’s visiting from Peter, I’ve known her since she was a hairy little infant.”   Alyona giggled and smacked Vanya on his shoulder. Her eyes were almost black, coffee beans bouncing on her face. 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 “Seriously, she had this dark hair all over her when she came out. Her mother was ready to disown her.” Vanya’s laughter rolled from his chest in chaotic bursts. “Keep an eye on my drinking today buddy,” Vanya said in a more serious tone, “I’ve gotta drive this lady to Zvinigorod. She’s going to Moscow on the midnight train.”   “Oh I’ll keep an eye on it, don’t you worry,” Alyona shook her head then turned to Lyonya, “I went swimming with your wife this morning, it is really beautiful here.” Her small arms gestured at their surroundings. The expansive yard was a luscious mid‐summer green, overgrown with weeds, and lit by the fireflies weaving in and out of the bushes of red and black currant, dangling from the branches like jewels. Alyona’s voice was calming and she maintained eye contact with Lyonya as she spoke, “It’s places like this that will make me miss Russia.”   “Our Alyonochka is deserting us,” Vanya explained, raising his eyebrows and curling his lips into a half smile, “betraying her motherland for the glitter and glory of New York City.”   Lyonya cleared his throat; “It used to be even more beautiful here, before they built all this nonsense, when we had the cornfields to ourselves, right there past those pines.” He looked over at Vanya, who nodded in agreement and patted him on the back.    “Lyonya liked to run through the fields with his hands spread open and collide with the haystacks. Now it’s all private property, you’ll get a shotgun to your face for tress passing.”   Anya’s voice sounded from the kitchen, “Is the meat almost done? We’re starving!” 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 Lyonya drummed his fingers against the arm of his wooden chair, remembering the first time he had gone abroad, when he had felt that way. He was about Alyona’s age, twenty‐five maybe, he’d gone to a conference in London, and on the second day he found himself sitting in Covent Garden. It was October, but the air was warm and he sat on stone steps in just a sweater with a light scarf, in October! People covered the surfaces around him, chatting, smiling, eating, as a saxophonist played “Strangers in the Night.” He’d felt so overwhelmed, by his happiness, by the energy of the city, by the lack of stiffness on people’s faces as they milled about, enjoying their Sunday afternoon. It was exactly what Alyona described, shock, and then relief. Relief because there existed an out, because he realized that there was another way to live.   New York was a city that Lyonya had only seen in movies, his friends’ photographs and through the eyes of writers. He had attempted to go with Anya but their visas were denied, and Anya, feeling scornful towards America to begin with, had refused to try again. He was angry with himself for not working harder to convince her. The thought of the skyscrapers and the never‐ending action still aroused him.   Alyona revealed that she hadn’t been to New York either, nor did she know what she would be doing once she got there. Her best friend had moved to the city three years ago and by some miracle managed to get Alyona an invitation from an American friend, low in the New York political scene, but influential enough to finagle a tourist visa. The US government usually refused applications of single Russian women. 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Alyona planned to stay there, to find someone who would sponsor her for a job. She had graduated from Moscow State University’s psychology department and hoped to get her PhD at an American school.   She is so brave, Lyonya thought, a twenty­five year old girl with more balls 
than me—a forty­two year old man.   “What are you going to find there that you can’t have here?” Karinov’s voice shot across the table at Alyona. Lyonya noticed how Karinov’s curly black hair had grayed at the temples, and how the lines around the corners of his eyes stuck out more clearly than ever before. “Do you really think that people are happier? We are all human, we all have the same problems!”   Vanya raised his vodka glass and toasted Karinov. “To our Motherland! To Happiness!” He said and they laughed, throwing the vodka to the backs of their throats.    Lyonya wasn’t sure what happiness was anymore. He’d thought that it was his life. That it was all about being with the person he loved. Maybe it was. He looked over at Anya, who sat across from him with her legs to her chest, cradling her wine glass and looking out the window, smiling to herself.    But what if happiness was to travel, to discover new places? What if he died without doing any of it?   Alyona seemed more amused than offended by Karinov’s comments. “I’m not trying to find happiness,” she said, “I am happy already, now I need to take my happiness in the right direction.” 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 Then she cleared her throat and looked at her watch, “Vanya, you bastard, you’re drunk as all hell! What about my ride to the train?”   Vanya smiled so wide his eyes turned into slits. “I’m fine Alyonka, really!” He slurred.   “I’ll drive you,” Lyonya said, “I’ve only had wine tonight.”   Vanya slumped in his chair, grinning, and patted Lyonya on the back, “Thatta boy, he’s always been my boy.”   “You be careful Lyonka.” Anya asked, lifting her face towards him.   He looked at her and smiled, “Yes baby, you keep entertaining our guests.”   She stuck her thumbs up and Lyonya kissed her on the top of the head on his way out.    The air was much cooler and, noticing the goose bumps on Alyona’s arms, Lyonya rolled up the windows, leaving only the moon roof cracked. It was just past eleven and the sky had turned puce, the setting sun casting streaks of pink, orange, and purple across the clouds. He loved the feeling of never ending Moscow summer nights.   “I will miss that about Piter, the white nights. New York gets dark by nine in the summer.”   “Nine? I can’t imagine.”   Alyona sat in the passenger seat, reclining lazily, playing with the ends of her chin length black hair. He was giddy around her, this young girl who was about to disappear into a city of which he had only dreamed. 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 She suddenly sat upright. “I’m scared to death, you know?” Her eyes widened. “I’ve been having night terrors, even. Seeing things crouching by my bed, waking up screaming, tearing at my sheets.”   “You’re young, you can always come back. There’s nothing to lose.”   “My pride, I have my pride. I don’t want to be that girl who talked big and then, didn’t make it.”    Lyonya smiled a little, thinking how young she was, when was the last time he’d had something to prove?    Alyona folded her arms across her chest, her full breasts sitting on top of them, her shoulders hunching a bit and the straps of her red tank top sliding down. He stopped the car; they were in front of the station now. He killed the ignition and she took a deep breath, not moving towards the door. “I envy you Lyonya; you’ve managed to make a good life of it here,” she said, “great friends, a dacha, good career. You haven’t let it all get to you the way I have.” Then she reached over and hugged him. He stiffened at first, but gradually moved his arms around her too. Her head on his shoulder, her fingers clutching his flannel shirt, she started to sob, her body shaking in his arms.    He felt a sudden impulse to push her away. And then she kissed him, forcefully, her tears seeping into his beard. He kissed her back, started to pull her towards him, but she jerked her body towards the door, grabbed her bag from the back seat, and ran out of the car, slamming the door, waving to him through the window. He watched her on the platform just as the train rolled up. She crossed one 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